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History, Intertextuality, and Gender LQ1JXJL¶VPetals of Blood 
BRENDON NICHOLLS 
 
 
       In this article, I will argue that Petals of Blood offers at least two models for anti-Imperial 
history.1 The first is a model of black world historical struggle. We might call this epochal struggle. 
The second is a model of Kenyan national struggle. We might call this a generational struggle. 
Petals of Blood is interesting, because in it we see 1JXJL¶VSROLWLFDOYLVLRQ widening out from a 
decolonising nationalism to broader anti-Imperial axes of identification. I think that this widening 
out can be traced to 1JXJL¶V8QLYHUVLW\RI/HHGVresearch on George Lamming in particular, and to 
his wider reading in Caribbean literature more generally. It is useful here to recall that Petals of 
Blood is named DIWHUDOLQHLQ'HUHN:DOFRWW¶VSRHPµThe Swamp,¶2 and that it alludes to at least 
WZRRI961DLSDXO¶VQRYHOV (The Mystic Masseur and The Mimic Men)3 as the narrative unfolds. 
But it is the influence of Lamming in particular that we might identify with the making of Petals of 
Blood. In fact, /DPPLQJ¶V In the Castle of My Skin4 might even be read as the genesis of a plot 
structure for Petals of Blood. As we know, Petals of Blood begins with the drought (mirroring 
/DPPLQJ¶VIlood), continues with the journey to the city to protest to the MP (equating to the strike 
and the riots in In the Castle of My Skin), and it concludes with a final phase in which the apparent 
PDUNHWDELOLW\RI7KHQJ¶HWDUHVXOWVLQWKHLQIOX[RIFRUUXSWLQJeconomic forces and the establishment 
RI1HZ,OPRURJMXVWDV/DPPLQJ¶VODQGORUG&UHLJKWRQKDVVROGXSDQGWKHQHZRZQHUVKDYH
GHFLGHGWRVHOOWKHYLOODJHUV¶KRPHVRXWIURPXQGHUWKHP7KHGHDWKRI1JXJL¶V1\DNLQ\XDEHIRUH
she loses her land mirrors closeO\WKHGHDWKRIWKHROGZRPDQLQ/DPPLQJ¶VYLOODJHEHIRUHWKH
Friendly Society and the Penny Bank evict her husband to the Alms House. Both novels mix third 
person and first person narration. Both interweave a series of perspectivally-bound narratives 
amplLI\HDFKRWKHU¶VGLPHQVLRQVDQGEXLOGWRWKHSURIXQGLW\RIDIXOO\HODERUDWHGKLVWRULFDO
perspective.  
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       In Caribbean literature and in the black diaspora more generally, Ngugi discovers a shared past 
of world historical proportions, and a community whose grievances and possibilities are global in 
scope. Within this radically amplified arena, Petals of Blood undertakes an aesthetic of reconnection 
in which Caribbean, African-American and African struggles for liberation are mutually informing 
and enlivening. Accordingly, the affiliations of Petals of Blood are diasporic, the scale of its 
ambition is epic, and I would argue that its structure is almost biblical. This is no exaggeration. In 
Homecoming, Ngugi writes that µWKHUHLVVRPHWKLQJDERXWWKH-HZLsh experience ± the biblical 
experience ± which appeals to the West Indian novelist. Biblical man has been a slave and an exile 
IURPKRPH¶5 We should remember here that the Yeatsian section headings of Petals of Blood 
µ:DONLQJ7RZDUG%HWKOHKHP7R%H%RUQ$JDLQ/D/XWD&RQWLQXD¶UHDGOLNHDQ
extremely abbreviated account of Christian belief, encompassing the Jewish exodus from Egypt, the 
birth of Christ and, naturally enough, the Second Coming. What I think we have in Petals of Blood 
is a vision of socialist liberation as the realisation of a faith in collective human potentials, and a 
vision of black world history as culminating in apotheosis. In this understanding, freedom crafts a 
god who may be recognised only in the dignity of other men (and women!). Hence, Petals of Blood 
is, in one possible reading, nothing less than a bible of African world-historical experience. Its 
theology, if that is the right word, very precisely engaged with global Cold War politics, opposing 
itself quite consciously to anti-Communist Christian evangelism during the Cold War (Wurmbrand, 
Graham).6 We might say that Petals of Blood opposes HYDQJHOLFDO&KULVWLDQLW\¶VLGHRORJLFDO
functions during the Cold War with a form of theological belief rooted in worldly institutions. 
 
That leads us onto the second model of history in Petals of Blood. This second model is of 
Kenyan national history as a generational history of struggle. The novel is using an idea of 
generational history, derived from Gikuyu customary institutions, to think about democratic forms 
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of political power. To understand this, we need to remember that Petals of Blood relies to some 
extent upon indigenous mechanisms of naming associated with circumcision and clitoridectomy. 
Gikuyu oral history was remembered via the significant names given annually to the circumcision 
age-sets, and these names link each generation to the significant historical events that accompany 
their rite of passage into manhood or womanhood. These processes provide one means via which 
Gikuyu oral history was remembered and retold. We see an example of this mnemonic history at 
work when Munira narrates his recollection of going to school at Siriana: 
 
Siriana, you should have been there in our time, before and during the period of the big, 
costly European dance of death and even after: you might say that our petty lives and 
their fears and crises took place against a background of tremendous changes and 
troubles, as can be seen by the names given to the age-sets between Nyabani [µ-DSDQ¶@
DQG+LWLUD>µ+LWOHU¶@0ZRPERNR>DGDQFH@.DUDQML>µFROOHJH¶"@%RWL>µIRUW\¶@
1JXQJD>µDUP\ZRUPV¶@0XWKXX>DGDQFHSHUIRUPHGEHIRUHFLUFXPFLVLRQ@1J¶DUDJX
<D0LDQJD%DPLWL>µSHUPLW¶@*LFLQD%DQJL&XJLQL-0EXUDNL>µEODFNPDUNHW¶@7 
 
The names of the age-sets were given annually, after the harvest, so that Gikuyu oral history 
had a seasonal and cyclical pattern. As we can see, many of these names are Anglicised corruptions. 
Some allude to colonial conflict. For example, the Hitira age-set was named in solidarity with 
Hitler, a fellow enemy of the British colonial power. In its filtering of communal history through the 
age-sets, Petals of Blood is privileging a notion of generational history. When this history is viewed 
diachronically through its naming mechanisms, it gestures towards a lineage of struggle. The novel 
also draws on the Gikuyu custom of itwika, in which there was a peaceful transfer of power from 
one generation to the next, approximately every 30 years. This peaceful transfer of power ensured a 
µGHPRFUDWLF¶V\VWHPRIJRYHUQPHQW, because no generation could exercise power for all time.8 There 
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are signposts in Petals of Blood that it is reviving this idea of itwika as a form of cyclical and 
revolutionary democracy. Itwika was introduced when the iregi age-set revolted against a despotic 
king, following which power passed peacefully to the ndemi age-set who settled to cultivate the 
land. In Petals of Blood.DUHJD¶VQDPHLQYRNHVWKHiregi age-set. Nyakinyua and her husband are of 
the ndemi age-set.9 When, Nyakinyua refers to the corrupt Member of Parliament for Ilmorog as 
µWKLV1GDPDWKLDZKLFKRQO\WDNHVEXWQHYHUJLYHVEDFN¶10 she refers directly to the banishing of a 
river-monster (Ndamathia) by the Ndemi generation after the first itwika.11 
 
We can see here tKH QDUUDWLYH¶V EOXHSULQW IRU WKH UHYROXWLRQDU\ RYHUWKURZ RI WKH neo-colonial 
Kenyan government. Via its heroes of resistance ± Ndemi, Kimathi and Karega ± Petals of Blood 
DUJXHV IRU WKH UHYROXWLRQDU\ LQVWLWXWLRQ RI D µGHPRFUDWLF¶ IRUP RI *LNX\X JRYHUQPHQW WR UHSODFH
colonial and neocolonial misrule. History here is generational, and therefore ultimately democratic.  
 
Of course, generational histories require a vehicle of production. Implicit in this generational 
theory of political power is a rhetoric of reproduction ZKLFKWDNHVZRPHQ¶Vmothering capacities as 
its locus. But this rhetoric of reproduction is fraught because paternity does not work in this novel ± 
WKH IDWKHU¶V QDPH Zill not stay still. To put this another way, the web of cultural and historical 
allusions in Petals of Blood PDNHVWKHSXWDWLYHIDWKHU¶VQDPHPXOWLSOHLQVWHDGRIXQLWDU\In other 
words, Petals of Blood¶Vaffiliation with wider modes of struggle (in the Caribbean, among African-
Americans) means that we soon encounter a proliferation of signs that undercut the act of naming 
that ordinarily brings paternity and a male lineage into being. 
 
I want to demonstrate this proliferation of signs in the examples of Abdulla and his Mau Mau 
comrade Ole Masai. In a discussion with Wanja and Karega about names, Abdulla reveals that his 
own name has its origins in a category mistake:  
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.DUHJDTXRWHGWKHSURYHUEµ6RPHERG\DORQJWLPHDJRDVNHGWKHTXHVWLRQ:KDW¶VLQD
name? And he answered that a rose would still be a rRVHHYHQE\DQRWKHUQDPH¶ 
µ1DPHVDUHDFWXDOO\IXQQ\0\UHDOQDPHLVQRW$EGXOOD,WLV0XULUD>RQHZKRDVNV@
%XW,EDSWLVHGP\VHOI$EGXOOD1RZHYHU\ERG\FDOOVPH$EGXOOD¶ 
µ<RXPHDQ\RXWKRXJKW$EGXOODZDVD&KULVWLDQQDPH"¶:DQMDDVNHG 
µ<HV<HV¶12 
 
       $EGXOOD¶V real name [PHDQLQJ µone who asks¶] poses questions and although his self-given 
name passes as a mistake, it quite fortuitously alludes to the dissident Kenyan Swahili poet, 
Abdilatif Abdalla, who was sentenced to three years imprisonment in 1969, for publishing a 
SDPSKOHWHQWLWOHGµ.HQ\D:KHUH$UH:H+HDGLQJ"¶13 The name of 2OH0DVDL$EGXOOD¶VFRPUDGH
in Mau Mau KDVVLPLODUO\SOXUDORULJLQV3RSXODUO\NQRZQE\WKH*LNX\XQLFNQDPHµ0XKLQGL¶14 he 
LVWKHVRQRI1MRJX¶VGDXJKWHUDQG5amjeeh Ramlagoon Dharamshah, who occupied the shop prior 
WR$EGXOOD¶VDUULYDO µ5DPODJRRQ¶LVRIFRXUVHDQDOOXVLRQWRµ5DPORJDQ¶WKHWURXEOHVRPHVKRS-
RZQHULQ961DLSDXO¶VThe Mystic Masseur. We are told in Petals of Blood that Ole Masai hates 
µKLPVHOIKLVPRWKHUKLVIDWKHUKLVGLYLGHGVHOI¶15 +LVQDPHGHQRWHVµWKHVRQRID0aDVDL¶16 and his 
character is   µEDVHGLQSDUWRQ-RVHSK0XUXPELZKRLVKDOI-Maasai, half-Goan), a Kenya African 
Union activist educated in India [and the] first vice-presidenWRI.HQ\D¶17 Where, then, should we 
locate the name of the father that Ole Masai hates? Is it Dharamshah, Murumbi, or Ramlogan? Is his 
name given by a Maasai, a Goan, or 2OH¶V comrades among the Mau Mau insurgents? Equally, why 
VKRXOG2OH0DVDLKDWHKLVµGLYLGHGVHOI¶ZKHQhis comrade $EGXOOD¶VQDPHis a mistaken Christian 
baptism and when Ole Masai himself descends partly from a picaresque novel by the Caribbean 
novelist, V. S. Naipaul?  
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       We have trawled through a fair amount of fine detail and I would like to conclude with some 
larger propositions. The first of these is that Petals of Blood¶VWZRPRGHOVRIKLVWRU\JHQHUational 
and epochal) simply cannot work together. And the reason that they do not work together is that 
they occlude a key term ± and that term is femininity in all of its agencies, varieties and possibilities. 
For Petals of Blood¶V LGHDV RI JHQHUDWLRQDO VWUXJJOH WR ZRUN ZH would need a stable notion of 
lineage. For a stable notion of lineage to work in a patriarchal society, we would need a stable idea 
of paternity in place. And the only way that paternity can ever be stable is via an act of unequivocal 
naming when the father claims the child for culture. This is something of a difficulty in a novel 
whose literary allusions and political affiliations are promiscuous. This is also something of a 
difficulty in a novel whose key female character is Wanja, who becomes a highly successful 
prostitute in the final part of the novel. These difficulties are not insurmountable. Petals of Blood is 
profound enough and rich enough to answer them all. One possibility we might entertain when 
reading for history and for intertextuality in Petals of Blood is to turn towards a clandestine intertext 
in the novel ± the covert history of female struggle in Kenya and especially the secret history of 
prostitutes who turned their revolutionary sexuality to the service of the Mau Mau struggle. By 
reading the novel against the grain in that way, we might exceed narrow rhetorics of reproduction 
and begin to comprehend new forms of revolutionary agency.  
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